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Science in Your NatureHood
Alison Sloat, Ph.D.
College of Sciences
After the transition to remote learning as a result of the COVID-19 
shutdown, I observed low student engagement and performance in my 
asynchronous Spring 2020 SCI 101 (First Year Seminar in the College of 
Sciences) sections (Figure 1). 
Evidence it Benefits Students
Need for Change
How Others Can Adopt 
This Practice
• Other instructors can incorporate this 
type of NatureHood project into their 
coursework, even if they are not teaching 
STEM-intensive courses. 
• This practice could be used to investigate
the effects of an urban environment and 
nature using a social, behavioral, 
architectural, engineering, economic, 
artistic, health, educational, or even 
hospitality lens. 
• Fewer requirement restrictions on 
students’ projects allows for their 
observations, creativity, and 
experimentation to blossom. 
Resources
• Websites to track and observe nature:
• Nature’s Notebook 
• CitizenScience
• iNaturalist
• Most are based outside of Southern 
Nevada, are seasonal, or have ended. 
• Alternatively, have students sit outside 
quietly for 15 minutes during an 
introductory observation exercise so they 
form their own research questions, rather 
than study another researcher’s idea. 
• This enhances the entire learning 
experience for everyone involved.
• Improved poster grades when comparing Traditional (T) to 
NatureHood (N) projects:
• Six-point increase between Spring 2020T and Fall 2020N 
(Figure 1).
• 21-poing increase between three sections of Fall 2020N and 
nine sections of Fall 2020T (Figure 2).
• Higher overall quality of student work
• Benefits to students:
• Higher engagement in a remote learning environment; 
• Increased interest in their projects and in other students’;
• Improved learning of surrounding environment;
• Better synthesis and application of existing research to their 
own;
• Use of more complex language during poster presentations;
• Interest in continuing with their research in their 
neighborhoods; and
• Fun and relatable!
Best Teaching 
Practices Expo 2021
Figure 2. SCI 101 students collected field data in their local 
neighborhoods, recording over 4,000 bird sightings.
Teaching Practice
To increase student engagement and learning in the remote environment, 
students conducted hands-on real-world scientific research projects 
investigating their urban Las Vegas area neighborhoods, or “NatureHoods.” 
In September – November 2020, students in SCI 101 Fall 2020N: 
1). Completed scientific research from start (observation, forming a problem) 
to finish (presenting research posters in front of their peers); 
2). Gained essential hands-on experience collecting and analyzing field data 
(Figure 2); and 
3). Engaged in outdoor learning environments in their local neighborhoods.
Figure 1. SCI 101 average poster scores for sections completing 
Traditional poster projects  (Spring 2020T and Fall 2020T) compared 
to sections completing NatureHood projects (Fall 2020N).
